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INTRODUCTION 

The early nineteenth century was the scene of profound political, social, 
religious, philosophical and literary changes in America, particularly in the United 
States. The hitherto recent political revolutions resulting from the Independence process 
and the social transformations stemming from the intense economic growth were factors 
that led Americans - essentially the intellectual elites - also to seek social and religious 
reforms that would meet the new paradigms of the American industrial age. 

It is from this historical background that an important religious and literary 
movement emerges, one that would mark American and world literature with its 
political and spiritual reformist ideas. As Romanticism, the transcendentalist movement 
was mainly a reaction to the rationalization inherited from the 18 th century 
enlightenment, also a manifestation to the effects of industrialization in society and 
nature. 

Transcendentalism appeared, then, as a parallel movement to the Romanticism 
brought from Europe. Inspired by the romantic ideals of the importance of individuality 
and exaltation to nature, Transcendentalism still adhered to the German Idealism and 
Eastern philosophies, particularly to the spiritual precepts in the Indian Vedas in the 
Upanishads. 

As a literary movement, Transcendentalism has always been against the rules of 
the modern world as limitations to personal, political, and artistic growth. He sought to 
distance himself from values of urbanization, progress, and rationality, and instead 
valued subjectivity, emotions, and individualism. Politically, the movement tried to 
express its dissatisfaction with the social injustices and political oppressions of the time. 


1 Essay required as assessment for the Discipline of American Literature I ministered by 
Professor Joselito Porto de Lucena. at the State University of Paraiba in the second semester of 
2018. 

2 Undergraduate student of the Bachelor of Letters in English Language by the State University 
of Paraiba in the current year of 2018. magdieliunior@hotmail.com 



Its transcendental idealism supported materialistic detachment and rebellion against 
traditions. 

In this essay we will attempt to briefly explain some of the essential 
characteristics of Transcendentalism, as well as its process of arising. In this sense, we 
structure our discussion in seven sections: First, we explain some basic concepts and 
definitions about this movement and its emergence. Next, we focus on the religious and 
social foundations by which the movement emerged, where we are going to discuss the 
influence of the Unitarian Movement. 

Soon, we shall briefly talk about the life and work of some of the leading 
transcendental thinkers, of whom we had our focus, Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry 
David Thoreau. In this section we still discuss the appearance and contribution of the 
transcendentalist magazine The Dial for the dissemination of their ideas. In the next two 
sections we will have the opportunity to discuss some conceptions about the importance 
of nature and solitude and intuition for the discovery of the "true-self 1 of the human 
being by exposing some of these present notions in Emerson's Nature (1836) and Self- 
Reliance (1841). 

Later on, we will still discuss the experiences and reflections of Thoreau in 
Walden Pond, reported in his book Walden (1854), which deals with the need to 
simplify life and find "Universal Being" through contact with nature and the loneliness. 
In this section we further propose a comparison of Thoreau's work and the 2007 movie 
Into the Wild produced by Sean Penn that deals exactly with the same transcendentalist 
issues tread in Walden under a different perspective. 

Finally, we will conclude with a discussion of some of Thoreau's reformist views 
and ideas on political issues and the role of the self-reliant individual in face of the 
power of government in his essay Civil Disobedience (1854), followed by some final 
considerations on the relevance of the Transcendentalist movement to the literary and 
intellectual production produced in America beyond the political influence of 
Transcendentalism in several political and social movements throughout the 20th 
century. 



1. WHAT WAS TRANSCENDENTALISM? 


Transcendentalism was an early nineteenth century philosophical, literary, 
spiritual and intellectual movement that emerged in North-America, more precisely, in 
New England. Transcendentalism appeared as a movement that sought for religion 
regeneration, social changes and literary innovation. 

According to Robert Michael Ruehl (2011), “the Transcendentalist movement 
largely began as a fonn of religious revolt in the 1830s”. The religious, philosophical and 
socio cultural scenery of America in 19th century were transformed by intellectuals 
mainly including writers, philosophers, artists, lecturers and even preachers that 
embarked in the Transcendentalist ideals. Transcendentalist followers were in favor of 
adopting a simple lifestyle connected to Nature and solitude in order to achieve a better 
comprehension of themselves and the world around them, consequently they would 
develop a felling of Self-Reliance and spiritual Intuition through that contact with nature 
and solitude. They rejected materialism, religion institutionalization, social conventions 
based on morality, class division, poverty, and war. (see MWESTWOOD, 2010; 
WOODACK, 2014) 

During the period of 1830’s to 1880’s a large number of writers, philosophers, 
religious reformers and abolitionists started to get together in New England. Because of 
that strong cultural confluence especially around Boston area intellectuals from many 
places of the world met there to share their revolutionary and enlighten ideals and 
procure discussions on a great variety of social, political, religious and philosophical 
matters. This period marked the risen of what would become known as the American 
Renaissance or American Transcendentalism. 

As a product of those meetings they had produced a considerable amount of 
works that furnitured substantial basis to support transcendentalist philosophy. Some of 
the most distinguished intellectuals among American transcendentalists were Ralph 
Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) and Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), Margaret Fuller 
(1810-1850) and Walt Whitman (1819-1892). 

Many transcendentalists organized groups and periodicals by which they could 
meet and discuss matters of intellectual and religious nature. Some of these early 
organizations include the Transcendental Club (1836-1840) - basically formed by 
Unitarian ministries with pro-reformist thoughts about the current puritan religiosity as 



Hedge, Emerson and Ripley or utopian communities as Brook Farm (1841-1848) 
founded by George Ripley. 

Emerson became known as the Father of American Transcendentalism. He was 
born in Boston in 1803 and died in Concord in 1882. He was an essayist, lecturer, poet 
and a leading figure to the transcendentalist movement. He came from a puritan family 
and was the son of a Unitarian minister from whom he inherited the career. In 1817, he 
entered at Harvard and in 1826 initiated his career as a Unitarian preacher in Harvard 
Divinity School. In 1829 he married Ellen Louisa Tucker who died two years later. In 
1832, Emerson spent some time in Europe where he met important exponents of 
European Romanticism such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and 
Thomas Carlyle. Upon his return to America he brought with him a solid enthusiasm for 
the romantic ideals with which he had become familiar as well as he went deeper into 
his readings about Kantian Idealism- also called Transcendental Idealism - and Hindu 
spiritual philosophy. Emerson, then, adapted all these influences to his own spiritualist 
and sociopolitical conceptions in which he developed a kind of personal religion 
characterized by being an intuitively and non-institutionalized faith. However, one may 
say that these new religious views adopted by Emerson came out from a combination of 
elements from Unitarianism, German Idealism, European Romanticism, and Hindu 
spirituality. 

2. UNITARIANISM AND THE RISE OF TRANSCENDENTALISM 

Unitarianism was a religious doctrine that emerged in the early 19th century, 
more precisely between the decades of 1800’s and 1830’s. Unitarianism had a marked 
relevance, as did Romanticism, for the emergence of the transcendentalist movement. 
This doctrine emerged primarily among Harvard students, preachers and other 
intellectuals in New England, many of whom were adepts of idealistic philosophies that 
would lay the foundations of transcendentalist thinking. Unitarianism was growing as a 
form of manifestation contrary to Calvinist Puritanism (one of the strongest trends in 
American Protestantism). 

Since Edwards' and Bradstreet's colonial America to Paine's revolutionary 
writings, Irving's nationalism and Cooper's romanticism, Puritanism has framed great 
influence on American society. From the Constitution in 1789 through all the previous 
period to the beginning of Civil War in 1861 was not different; religion influence 
increased even more on social, political and economic matters. Puritan morality in 



American 19th century largely affected human relations and acted upon different fields 
as philosophy and literature. Government policies and the emergence of capitalism were 
also influenced by puritan ideals. 

By that time, Calvinism was still the predominant protestant tendency along with 
its doctrine of predestination - God already had chosen those who might be saved - and 
humanity total depravity, that is, men's inherently sinful and evil nature. However, 
religious ideals had begun to be renewed then. This period was also marked by the rise 
of the historically called Second Great Awakening that was a moment of Protestant 
revival fervor (see Stone, 2010) after independence in which Americans seemed to 
“experience profound changes in commerce, politics, culture and religion” (Stone, 2010, 
p. 1307) Although they lived in a historic moment marked by the intense 
influence of rationalist thought and the strong enterprise of industrialization, a 
good part of American society, especially the intellectual elite, also embraced the 
romantic ideas produced in Europe characterized by strong attachment to 
individualistic sentiment, the valorization of emotions instead of reason and the 
enthusiasm for new ways of interpreting society, nature and the Bible. Other 
protestant foundations began emerging so that people were able to draw on different 
ways of seeking for their salvation. These new perspectives often contradicted the 
predestined way of salvation of the Calvinists and so on it perverted many of their moral 
tenets. 

Alongside this religious fervor, transcendentalists advocated a more 
direct knowledge of the self and an emphasis on individualism. The 
writers and thinkers devoted to transcendentalism, as well as the 
reactions against it, created a trove of writings, an outpouring that has 
been termed the American Renaissance. (CORBETT, 2014, n.p.) 

Besides, a noticeable number of American Protestants thought that a very rigid 

conservative Calvinism no longer fit the deep changes U.S. was experiencing within 

politics and economy. Since the 18th century the intense process of American 

industrialization had been growing ever faster, and the rooting of capitalist thought no 

longer saw much advantage in extravagantly conservative ideologies, for they might 

hinder capitalist rapid development and its prosperous pretensions. In Religion and the 

Rise of Capitalism Tawney (1926) states that 

‘In the great silence which fell when the Titans had turned to dust, in 
the Augustan calm of the eighteenth century, a voice was heard to 



observe that religious liberty was a considerable advantage, regarded 
“merely in a commercial view” (TAWNEY, 1926 [emphasis added]) 

An anti-Calvinist feeling began to take place among middle and upper class 
puritans who started to seek for a more "liberal Christianity". It was in such 
environment that Transcendentalism had its origins. Transcendentalist thinkers inspired 
many of their convictions on Unitarian thought. Unitarian supporters worried about 
“what kind of constitution should govern the way individuals relate to one another in society” 
(FELTON, n.d., p. 2) and defended that “only humanist teachings, whose origins they 
associate with the Enlightenment, have constituted a significant source of their collective ethical 
principles.” (id. n.d. p. 2 [our emphasis]). In this manner, one may say that Unitarianism 
followers oriented themselves on a more open religious perspective, in contrast to some 
extremisms practiced by the super-conservative Puritans when it exerted greater control 
over American society, often pursuing other forms of creed. 

According to Dr. Barry Wood (1997) in his lecture Emerson and 
Transcendentalist Religion to the Discipline of American Literature to 1865 in the 
University of Houston, 1997 described five of the main foundations of Unitarian 
Religion which were based on the belief in: 

• The Fatherhood of God: It could be said that three important philosophical 
conceptions of God (co) existed during the emergence of the American 
transcendentalist movement. First, the Calvinist conception of an impetuous 
Sovereign who revealed a monarchical and even tyrannical image of God. Later 
on, inspired by the enlightened notions of the 18th century, the notion of Deist 
arises in which the role of God was reduced only to the act of creation, soon 
after forgetting the human being and no longer interfering in the course of his 
life. So Unitarianism rejects the Calvinist definition of Total Depravity of men 
and the consequent condemnation in favor of an idea of God's fatherhood. Here 
men are no longer depraved sinners subject to the wrath of God. God is no 
longer an "angry God" as Jonathan Edwards had described, but a kind Father. 


Emerson and Transcendentalist Religion - University of Houston. YouTube. Published in 
2010 (See full reference in the reference list) 



• The Brotherhood of Man: This principle is directly correlated with the 
previously mentioned. The idea of Fatherhood of God. Since God is the father of 
all humanity, all men are brothers living under a spirit of equality. 

• The leadership of Christ: Maybe this is the most remarkable point of 
Unitarianism doctrine. Christ is not considered a “divine part of a Trinity” but 
rather an exemplar moral human being that should be looked for leadership. 

• Salvation by character: Salvation would be achieved by individual Self- 
improvement rather than for predestination. Sin is not hereditary but a matter of 
morality between people. 


• Progress of mankind onward and upward forever: A clear demonstration of 

the anthropocentric sentiment inherited from the Illuminist philosophy. 

Other two points, not less important, should be added to this list on the main 
principles of Unitarian doctrines: The church as a human institution and Bible as “a 
product of human history and culture” (GODMAN, 2018). 

In 1832 he decided to abandon his position as a Unitarian minister and went to 
work as a lecturer and afterwards professor at Harvard Divinity School. According to 
Finseth (1995, pp. 19) 

It would be misleading, however, to say that Transcendentalism 
entailed a rejection of Unitarianism; rather, it evolved almost as an 
organic consequence of its parent religion. By opening the door wide 
to the exercise of the intellect and free conscience, and encouraging 
the individual in his quest for divine meaning, Unitarians had 
unwittingly sowed the seeds of the Transcendentalist "revolt." 
However, the Transcendentalists felt that something was lacking in 
Unitarianism. Sobriety, mildness and calm rationalism failed to satisfy 
that side of the Transcendentalists which yearned for a more intense 
spiritual experience. [Our emphasis]. 

Under the influence of from 1840 to 1844, members of the Transcendental Club, 
with the participation of Margaret Fuller (1810-50), organized The Dial, the most 
popular transcendentalist magazine. Under the editorial direction of Fuller (1840-42) 
and Emerson (1842-44), they published several works. “After Emerson became editor in 
1842 The Dial published a series of “Ethnical Scriptures,” translations from Chinese and Indian 
philosophical works” (GOODMAN, 2018, n. p.) 



3. NATURE (1836) 

Instigated by romanticism ideals Emerson published Nature (1836), an essay 
which he proposed the foundations of American Transcendentalist movement. His essay 
is mainly about spirituality and it sought to treat of how humans can discover their true 
spirituality in nature. He argues that there must be a spiritual relationship between 
individual and nature in order to the former finds what he named Universal Being - a 
complex spiritual notion that comprises everything that exists and unites individual and 
nature as one. This notion was largely influenced by his acquaintance with the 
Upanishads, a piece of the writings found in a compilation of Hindu scriptures called 
Vedas. 

Emerson advocates a personal knowledge of God made possible by the personal 
experience of each individual through contact with nature and material detachment 
rather than the search for God through institutionalized religion. For him, the individual 
does not need an intermediary to hear the "word of God", but instead can find it in 
himself in contact with the very nature and analysis of the Self. 

4. SELF-RELIANCE (1841) 

In Self-Reliance (1841) Emerson expresses his position in favor of the 

valorization of the interior to the detriment of the outside, of the intuition instead of the 

rationalized thought. The writer points out the need of people to guide their behavior by 

their own intuitions and not by the imitation of others. Emerson states that 

There is a time in every man’s education when he arrives at the 
conviction that envy is ignorance; that imitation is suicide; that he 
must take himself for better, for worse, as his portion; that though the 
wide universe is full of good, no kernel of nourishing com can come 
to him but through his toil bestowed on that plot of ground which is 
given to him to till. (EMERSON, 1841, p. 2) 

It seems that he tries to show that when we seek to guide ourselves by our own 
thoughts, words and actions oriented from within or what he called ‘Self to the outside 
- not the other way round - we are able to perceive the 'true' meaning of our lives. 
Looking inward, then, would be to know how to separate what is essential and what is 
superfluous in our lives so that we can find out what really matters in order to achieve a 
happy life. 

One may say, therefore, that in Emerson's conceptions being original and self- 
reliant is virtuous, for he exalts emotion and the inner analysis of the ‘Self’ while 



rejecting to follow the carry away of society into individuals behavior, choices and 
attitudes. According to the writer Creativity was the tenet by which individuals should 
follow. He cited in his essay a list of historical figures that chose not to follow the 
standards and listen to their 'inner voice', so that they were remembered over the 
generations. 

“Familiar as the voice of the mind is to each, the highest merit we 
ascribe to Moses, Plato, and Milton is, that they set at naught books 
and traditions, and spoke not what men but what they thought” 
(Emerson, 1841, p. 1) 


5. HENRY DAVID THOREAU 

Another personality who notoriously contributed to the propagation of 
Transcendentalism was Henry David Thoureau. (Born 1817, Concord, Massachusetts, 
died 1862, Concord). He was one of the movement's most prominent figures, following 
his friend Emerson, founder of it. In 1828, he was sent to Concord Academy by his 
parents. There his masters were impressed with his talent and so he was permitted to 
prepare for college. He entered Harvard University in 1833 where he was a good 
student, though he did not care about college rank system and he used to use to dedicate 
himself in his own readings in the college library. In 1837, he read Emerson’s Nature 
when he had graduated and was deeply touched by Emersonian ideas about nature and 
spirituality. Besides he began a strong friendship with him. By combining romanticism 
with political and religious reform both of them gain world stature as the main 
exponents of Transcendentalism. (See Encyclopedia Britannica, 2018). 

6. WALDEN (1854) 

In 1854 Thoreau published Walden , a book in which the author details some of 
his experiences from an experiment he decided to undertake living isolated for a period 
of two years in the woods. Far from society he intended to be closer to nature and seek 
for his self-sufficiency and find a more personal spiritual experience with God or The 
Universal Being, for according to transcendentalists “God” would only be found in 
nature through the direct contact between man and nature, that means that “God” would 
be found in himself. The romantic ideals of solitude and nature inspired him to seek for 
his “true individuality 

Along this period of time he described about fauna, flora, and small 
characteristics of natural life. Thoreau embodies features of Romanticism in his writings 



by showing the influence of it to transcendentalism. In the beginning of the chapter 

Solitude he brings out romantic images of exaltation of nature and solitude: 

THIS IS A DELICIOUS EVENING, WHEN THE WHOLE BODY IS 
ONE SENSE, and imbibes delight through every pore. I go and come 
with a strange liberty in Nature, a part of herself. As I walk along the 
stony shore of the pond in my shirt-sleeves, though it is cool as well as 
cloudy and windy, and I see nothing to attract me, all the elements are 
unusually congenial to me. (WALDEN, p. 65) 

He also meditated on many aspects of human life. He wrote about the threat of 
civilization to nature and how human institutions as religion and goods could represent 
an evil to society. Walden had strong influences of Indian philosophies present in the 
Bhagavad-Gita. According to professor Lucia Helena Galvao (2016) in her lecture 
Comentarios filosoficos sobre o livro sagrado indiano to the International school of 
philosophy - Nova Acropole she arguments that “Bhagavad-Gita is a myth [...] that talks 
about the inner war of men” [our emphasis] 4 . In Walden Thoreau argued that the 
individual should find his “true self” and being able to fight against his own evils in 
order to become the reformer of society himself rather than waiting for others. The 
writer explains “he went to the woods because he wished to live deliberately, to front only the 
essential facts of life, and see if I could not leam what it had to teach, and not, when I came to 
die, discover that I had not lived.” (WALDEN, p. 70 [our emphasis]). 

Director Sean Penn’s 2007 film adaptation of Jon Krakauer’s 1996 non-fiction 
book Into the Wild shows a more recent representation of Transcendentalism in 20 th 
century and a modern adaptation of Thoreau’s Transcendentalist values present in 
Walden. The movie basically talks about Christopher McCandless’ travels’ experiences 
into the wild and his seek for reaching Alaska. Soon after graduating McCandless 
radically rejected all kind of conventional lifestyle and burnt his money and documents. 
He left home and family and went to venture in a cross-country travel in order to get to 
Alaska. He kept some books and a diary in which he made a journal of his travel 
experiences and thoughts. He is inspired by transcendentalist thinkers as Thoreau whom 
in his essay Walden (1854) decided to experience a period of completely isolated life. 
McCandless had lived for months in different places and met many people before he 
reaches at the Alaska’s woods where he found an abandoned bus in which he lived for 
some months until he dies. There he tried to follow literally some of the 
transcendentalist ideas by living without worries about material goods as money, career, 

4 Our translation. From the original in Portuguese: “Bhagavad-Gita e um mito [...] que fala da 
guerra interior do homem” 



affections or any sort of institutionalized human relationship. He lived of hunting, 
fishing and collecting and sought for a close relationship with nature. In this way, he 
used Thoreau’s teachings and tried to follow his own instincts in the woods as a way of 
living a natural and spiritual life and of reflecting on what was essential in life. 

Woodack (2014) says that “Transcendental theory only adds to the complexity 

of trying to survive in the wild because following the movement entails complete 

isolation from material goods in order to find your enlightened self.” Under that 

perspective solitude and material detachment is the way people can find happiness. 

MacCandless seemed to display some principles present in Bhagavad Gita philosophy 

about man’s constant inner war. The main character of Into the Wild affirms: 

“My point is that you do not need me or anyone else around to bring 
this new kind of light in your life. It is simply waiting out there for 
you to grasp it, and all you have to do is reach for it. The only person 
you are fighting is yourself and your stubbornness to engage in new 
circumstances.” (Into the Wild, 2007) 

However, we can see some contradictions in the movie that also brings out a 
negative view of the movement is also explored. According to Woodack (2014) 
McCandless noticed that he followed the movement obsessively while he tried to look 
for a better knowledge in nature. As a result of this he starved because he could not 
come back from the strong winter of Alaska. Thus he concluded that trying to live 
completely isolated was dangerous and he before dying he ends up by saying that 
“Happiness is only real when shared ” (Into the Wild, 2007). Although, even under those 
circumstances one may perceive that the character still keep his opinion about the 
necessity of being non-conformist and and be submissive to social norms and traditions 
and to be submissive to social norms and traditions - a fact that brings an association 
with another important transcendentalist work by Thoreau, Civil Disobedience (1849). 

7. CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE (1849) 

In Civil Disobedience (1849), Thoreau says "that government is best which governs 
least" (p.l). In this sense, he demonstrates a more liberal political view, taking into 
account that in affirming this, and further, by adding "that government is at best but 
expedient, but most governments are usually, and all governments are sometimes, inexpedient" 
(p.l) he seems to defend the idea that the smaller its interference in citizens' lives, the 
better. 



The writer seems to reveal a sort of anarchist tendency by declaring "that 

government is best which governments are not at all, and when men are prepared for it that will 

be the kind of government they will have." (p. 1). This may be due to the combination of 

elements of different philosophies by which he probably inspired his ideas. Perhaps 

Thoureau must have been inspired by some principles of philosophical anarchism or 

Anarchoindividualism, an anarchist doctrine that defends that the government is not 

morally legitimate so that it has the right to command people's will and people do not 

have the duty of obey it. According to Armand (2007) 

The individualist anarchist presents an ethics that discontinues 
the authority that comes from the state, from economic relations or 
from any kind of association based on obligation. The individualist 
anarchism is equidistant from autocracy and democracy, as 
well as from economic interventionism (monopolistic or communist). 
(Armand, 2007, pp.130) 

However, it must be understood that philosophical anarchism differs from 
revolutionary anarchism, since it does not advocate the annihilation of the state through 
a violent revolt, it even "allows the existence of the state, but argues that citizens do not have 
moral requirements to obey it." (KLOSKO, 2005, p. 4). Thoreau himself admitted not to 
agree with political and social changes through violent revolutions of what are called 
anarchists or no-goverment men, he comments: "But, to speak practically and as a citizen, 
unlike those who call themselves no-govemment men, Let every man know what kind of 
government he would command, and that will be one step toward obtaining it. " (THOREAU, 
1849, p.l). 

Thus, it seems to indicate that change would begin within the subject and non- 

acceptance of state abuses would not necessarily mean armed revolt against government 

and the army, but first the changes should be through changes of "ideas," the change 

would start from "ideology." Brownlee (2007) recalls that many important social and 

political movements were inspired by that ideology brought by Civil Disobedience: 

"/"...7 the resistance to British rule in India led by Gandhi, the US civil 
rights movement led by Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks and 
others, the resistance to apartheid in South Africa led by Nelson 
Mandela, among others. (BROWNLEE, 2007, n. p. [our emphasis]). 

In this essay Thoreau (1849) reveals a strong critique about the attitudes of 
political minorities who hold power and take advantage of this position by using 
government as a tool for private ends, without the slightest regard for the people who 
have placed them in power. Thoreau, in a way, directs this criticism to the oligarchic 



groups that defended the Mexican War and slavery. He also criticizes the inertia of 

society in relation to political and social problems in the U. S. at that historical moment. 

His criticism refers to the "make-believe" attitude that everything is fine and that the 

government "knows what has to be done for the good of people," even when it does not. 

He argues that “people must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear its din to 

satisfy that ideaof government which they have" (p. 1). According to the essayist, this 

"inertia" is justified by the fact that the power of government is ensured “because they are 

physically the strongest for the standing army is only an arm of the standing government” (pp. 

1-2 [our emphasis]). That means that American Democracy was ruled by force and the 

army was the tool which guaranteed obedience: “The mass of men serve the state thus, not 

as men mainly, but as machines, with their bodies. They are the standing army, and the militia, 

jailers, constables, posse comitatus, etc.” (p. 2). Besides he also criticizes slavery policies 5 . 

According to Thoreau (1849, p. 4) 

Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massachusetts are 
not a hundred thousand politicians at the South, but a hundred 
thousand merchants and fanners here, who are more interested in 
commerce and agriculture than they are in humanity, and are not 
prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what it may. 

And he also seems to condemn the passivity of many abolitionists. He says that 

even pro-abolitionist men most of the time only waited for each other’s action instead of 

follow their own instincts and do something in order to stop the conflicts. 

There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery and to the 
war, who yet in effect do nothing to put an end to them; who, 
esteeming themselves children of Washington and Frankling, sit down 
with their pockets, and say that they know not what to do, and do 
nothing [...] (THOREAU, 1849, p. 4) 

The author of Civil Disobedience shows that he repudiates that alienated and 
servile behavior of society to the government. For it, though indirectly, supports, in a 
way, the "totalitarianism" of the state. On this he comments: "Thus, under the name of 
Order and Civil Government, we are all made to last to pay homage and to support our own 
meanness." (p.5) 


5 In the mid-19th century U.S. economy grew up very fast. There was an economically basic 
difference between north and south: The former's economy depended mainly on industry while 
the latter's mainly on agricultural plantation's system which depended on the black slaves' work. 
North's abolitionist movements frightened south's slavery-based economy and as a result Civil 
war would start in 1861. 



Finally, we can see that Emerson’s Self-Reliance and Thoreau’s Civil 
Disobedience complemented one another in a certain way, due to the fact both of them 
argues in favor of people’s individuality by abandoning materialism, traditions and 
institutions and also by understanding the each one’s “Self”. That only would happen if 
man searched for true spirituality found through the truly observation and respect for 
nature and, therefore, the “God” that exists in each person. 


CONCLUSION 

Throughout this discussion we have dealt with some definitions for 
Transcendentalism and we have seen that this was an important movement that ranged 
from the literary to the religious and philosophical fields. It was perceived that this 
movement had its origins in the early 19th century. It arose primarily as a result of the 
changes of religious conceptions of the Unitarian movement and as a reaction to 
religious traditionalism and materialism arising from the advent of capitalism. 

We have discussed about the contribution of some exponent names of 
Transcendentalism as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau as well as a 
brief discussion on the importance of their works to the development of the movement 
such as Nature (1836) and Self-Reliance (1841) by the former and Walden (1854) and 
Civil Disobedience (1849). We have also seen that those authors received strong 
influence from the Romanticism and the Hindu philosophies of spirituality. It might be 
said that after Transcendentalism, many other literary productions as Emily Dickson 
(1830-86) and Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-64) as well as 20 th century social movements 
like the The Hippie Movementemerged influenced by some of its ideas as 

Thus we can concluded that many of the attitudes of important names in 
American and world history had some contribution to the Transcendentalist ideas, 
especially of Emerson and Thoreau, who inspired through their works social and 
political changes in America and around the world as Ghandi’s peaceful resistance 
movement against British rule in India; Martin Luther King’s movements for civil rights 
in U.S. and Mandela’s engagement in his fight against apartheid. 
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